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Chapter 4: Dinner 


"I see... Well, I'm not saying you have to, but I didn't 
expect you to say no this time." 

Section Manager Odagiri said, making no effort to hide 
his disappointment. 

Although his words made me feel guilty, I still couldn't 
bring myself to nod yes. 

He was asking me to come on a business trip. 

I had always been quick to agree to business trips in 
the past, but with Sayu living with me, I was no longer able 
to simply leave my home for extended periods of time. I had 
turned down a business trip once in the past, much to 
everyone's surprise, but the fact that I did so again brought 
a clearly displeased look to the section manager's face. 

"What's going on with you lately? Don't tell me you've 
lost your motivation to work." 

"No, not at all!" 

"You're right. I can tell from watching you work that 
you're still as driven as ever. So, there must be another 
reason why you don't want to go, right? I'd feel more 
reassured if you just told me straight so we can put it all 


behind us." 


It was understandable that he was questioning me, and 
yet I still found it uncomfortable. 

I'd briefly considered preparing an excuse for a 
situation like this a while back, but had never expected that 
one would come around so soon. He caught me completely 
off-guard. 

“Have you started seeing someone? If you have, you 
can just say so. Even so...it's not like you're married, and I 
can't imagine you turning me down for that." 

"I'm not in a relationship or anything." 

"So what is it then?" 

Section Manager Odagiri doesn't force answers out of 
me, but I could still sense that on this occasion, he was 
determined not to let me get away without an answer. 

I was in a complete mess. 

I couldn't just tell him I had a high school girl staying at 
my place. However, I lacked the resourcefulness to come 
up with a convincing lie to smooth everything over on the 
spot. 

I stood in silence for a number of gut-wrenching 
seconds, flustered, before a familiar face suddenly 
appeared behind my section manager. 

"Oh, Section Manager Odagiri. How are you today?" 

"Oh, Mishima..." 


The person whose face had popped out from behind the 
section manager was Mishima. 

"Can I borrow Yoshida-sempai for a moment? Or, are 
you in the middle of something?" 

"Well, we were just discussing a business trip." 

As soon as Mishima heard this reply, her jaw dropped 
wide open, and she let out a loud exclamation of surprise. 

"A business trip? Yoshida-sempai?" 

"Yes, but it seems like he's turning me down." 

"Well, there's no way he can go on a trip right now!" 

Mishima's rebuttal was much too loud. Her sudden 
outburst even gave me a shock. 

"I remember you told me that you need to pay regular 
visits to your parents' home this month. Your mother isn't 
doing well..." 

Then, Mishima suddenly covered her mouth with her 
hand. 

",..Oh, I wasn't supposed to mention that, was I?" 

She then looked my way and cocked her head 
awkwardly. Her expression looked awkward, at least; I 
could tell by the look in her eyes that she clearly had other 
intentions. 

Just nod. 

That's what she was trying to say. 


"y-... Yeah... Well...it's too late now. It's already out in 
the open." 

I glanced down at the floor slightly, and Mishima hung 
her head. "So-... Sorry," she said quietly. 

Section Manager Odagiri frantically waved his hands 
from side to side at our apparent dilemma. 

“Wh-what? You should have just told me that in the first 
place!" 

WL ee 

“Yoshida-sempai cares a lot for his family, so he doesn't 
want to use them as an excuse for situations like this. Isn't 
that right?" 

"W-well, I guess..." 

Mishima continued to ramble on, clearly anticipating 
that I wouldn't be able to come up with a good reply. 

"In that case, I'll just have to get someone else to go. I 
understand how that kind of thing might be tough to talk 
about, Yoshida, but...next time you can simply tell me that 
it's a family situation, and I'll leave it at that." 

Section Manager Odagiri looked into my eyes with a 
fervent intensity again. This time, however, this intensity 
came from a different kind of emotion altogether. 

"You've always been such a serious worker, so refusing 


to go on a business trip for that kind of reason is hardly 


something that'd make me doubt you. Just be honest with 
me next time." 

",..ves, sir. My apologies." 

Although Mishima had been the one to come up with 
the excuse, the way he trusted me and took it on face value 
filled me with a tremendous sense of guilt. I nodded. 

"Still, I'm stumped. Who should I send instead?" 

Section Manager Odagiri said, his gaze wandering 
toward a nearby desk. 

"I can usually rely on Endou for these things, but he's 
on another trip at the moment." 

Endou, another member of our team, was the coworker 
who took my place the last time I was asked to go on a 
business trip. His desk currently sat unoccupied. It seemed 
like he had been away on that business trip to the Tohoku 
region for about a week. Endou's office pal, Koike, had 
accompanied him on the trip, too. 

"And on top of that, Hashimoto's got a wife waiting at 
home for him, and none of the other newbies in the office 
would be of any use on a business trip." 

The section manager's eyes then drifted to the seat 
next to mine. My coworker, Hashimoto, who'd been silently 
working away at his desk no more than a moment earlier, 


must have sensed that the section manager was heading 


his way and bolted. Hashimoto had always been a 
dependable friend to me, but these kinds of situations were 
a notable exception. For better or for worse, he put the 
maximum effort into managing his risks, that Hashimoto. 

Section Manager Odagiri was at a loss. There was no 
one else left to ask. I, having been the one to turn him 
down, didn't know what to say. However, the uneasy silence 
that this created between us was soon interrupted by the 
voice of an unexpected individual. 

"Mr. Odagiri. A moment?" 

A dignified voice resonated from across the office. 

I looked in the direction the voice came from to find 
Ms. Goto with one of her hands in the air, smiling at 
Section Manager Odagiri. 

It was so rare to hear Ms. Goto speak up at times like 
this that he and I both froze in shock. 

However, the section manager immediately nodded as 
if he'd just remembered that his body could move and 
murmured, "Be right back," before leaving me alone and 
making his way over to Ms. Goto's desk. 

Ms. Goto was my supervisor. She was the woman who 
originally brought me to this company. I'd had a thing for 
her for a long time, and what's more, she'd immediately 


shut me down when I told her how I felt. 


With me heading up my project and Ms. Goto focusing 
on HR and administrative tasks, we didn't get to chat as 
much as the other staff did, but as we worked in the same 
office, I often caught sight of her every day. 

As I was staring absent-mindedly at Ms. Goto, who was 
using hand gestures to convey something to Section 
Manager Odagiri, somebody suddenly poked me in the side. 

It was Mishima. She'd sidled right up to me. She 
started to speak in a soft voice, not looking my way. 

“You probably should've had an excuse ready for that, 
Yoshida-sempai." 

She was obviously talking about the business trip. 

The suddenness of that conversation had caught me off 
guard, but Mishima's quick-thinking earlier saved my skin. 

“Thanks for that." 

I replied quietly. She let out a huff through her nose, 
looking embarrassed, then shook her head. 

"Sorry to have lied about your family situation. It was a 
little reckless." 

"Nah, it's fine... That was probably the most believable 
excuse you could have come up with." 

"Even so, it wasn't really my lie to tell." 


I cast a sidelong glance her way. 


When I saw Mishima at work during the day, she 
usually looked to be kicking back and taking her time. As 
far as younger colleagues went, she was hopeless. And yet, 
at times like this, I could sense how polite and dutiful she 
really was. 

"It's because of Sayu, isn't it?" 

",..Y-yeah, you could say that." 

Occasionally, I almost forgot that Sayu and Mishima 
had met before. 

Mishima and Hashimoto were the only two people in 
the office who knew about Sayu. That must have been why 
she had been unable to overlook my dilemma and went out 
of her way to help me. 

“Anyway, you saved my ass there." 

Mishima stared right at me in response to this 
statement, then replied. 

"Aren't you going to...pay me back for it?" 

“You're pretty shameless, huh?" 

"But I helped get you out of trouble! I deserve a little 
something in return, don't I?" 

"I'll buy you a meal." 

“Deal. And nobody else is invited!" 

"You'd be asking a pretty big favor if you invited a 


friend to a free meal." 


Mishima clenched her fists and gave an emphatic nod 
of her head. 

"I gotta use these situations to save up some Yoshida- 
sempai-points." 

“Those 'points' sound kinda fishy..." 

The moment I made this jab and flashed a half-smile 
her way, Section Manager Odagiri and Ms. Goto both 
looked at us at the same time, making me jump. Ms. Goto 
smiled cheerfully and tilted her head to the side, and the 
section manager gave a few nods before walking toward us. 
It seemed like their conversation was over. 

“Looks like Ms. Goto's pulled some strings to get the 
other branch to send someone instead of us. Phew, what a 
relief!" 

"Oh, is that right...? That's just great." 

I was genuinely relieved. 

My first priority was not to leave Sayu at home on her 
own, but it was naturally never my intent to cause trouble 
for the supervisor I owed so much to. Not only was I in a 
situation where I had no choice but to refuse, but there was 
also no one else to go in my place when I turned the 
request down. To be honest, it had been quite mentally 


taxing. 


I suspected that Ms. Goto saw that I was in a desperate 
situation and had decided to step in. The least I could do 
was thank her in person. 

I looked in Ms. Goto's direction as I pondered on this 
casual thought, only to have her turn and look directly into 
my eyes. I instantly felt the need to look away, but I felt 
mysteriously compelled to keep my eyes on her. As I did so, 
a cheerful smile appeared on Ms. Goto's face, and she gave 
me a small wave. 

Her gesture was so sudden and so natural that it took 
me a moment to register that it was even directed my way. 
I continued to stare blankly at Ms. Goto, to which she 
responded with a small quizzical furrow of her brow, before 
waving once more. Despite having gazed at her for so long, 
it was only at this point that I finally realized that she was 
waving me over. 

"Sempai." 

"Ow!" 

I felt an elbow dig into my side once more, and I turned 
Mishima's way. She was pointing in Ms. Goto's direction 
with her chin. 

"She's calling for you." 


"So it really was me being called?" 


"Who else would she be calling over? Geez... Why don't 
you just go talk to her already?" 

"Uh, okay..." 

What had got her so moody? 

I nodded a few times at Mishima, who had peered at 
me with a distinctly sharp look before giving me these 
instructions, then headed toward Ms. Goto's desk. 

"C'mon... Why didn't you just come over here?" 

"It just took me a moment to realize you were calling 
for me." 

I gave a simple response to Ms. Goto's mischievous 
smile and casual question, and she simply snickered and 
sat back down at her desk. 

Ms. Goto had great posture. Even when she sat back 
down at her desk, she leaned forward slightly, bent her 
knees, then set her hips in the chair with her back straight. 
My eyes were inadvertently drawn to her simple sequence 
of motions. 

The rainy season was nearly upon us, and even the air 
conditioners in the office couldn't stave off the slight 
humidity in the air. Although this period of the year was not 
yet in full swing, many members of the staff had taken 
advantage of our company's single-shirt dress code— 


including Ms. Goto and me. 


When Ms. Goto sat back down, I darted my eyes away 
from her collarbone, which I had caught a glimpse of 
thanks to the top button of her collar being unfastened. 

"S-so...what did you need me for?" 

I willfully started the conversation, feeling awkward. 
Ms. Goto quickly glanced behind me before pointing to her 
computer monitor. 

Her disconcerting glance made me turn and look 
behind me as well, only to find Mishima staring right at me. 
Our eyes didn't meet by chance; she was most certainly 
shirking her responsibilities to watch us. 

Get back to work! 

I frowned at her and wiggled my fingers as if typing in 
the air. Mishima scowled as hard as she could back at me, 
looking defiant, then stuck her tongue out, before turning 
her attention back to her computer screen. 

“Hee-hee. You two seem to get along well." 

“Not really..." 

I felt a little embarrassed that Ms. Goto had seemingly 
observed our interaction and laughed at it. 

I then turned back to Ms. Goto, who once again pointed 
at her computer monitor. 

I drew a little closer to Ms. Goto to get a better look at 


the monitor. It displayed an open Word document with the 


simple sentence 'do you have any plans after work today?’ 
written on it. After I'd made sure I'd read it correctly, she 
started clacking on her keyboard again and added the 
sentence, 'how about dinner’?’. 

Ms. Goto and I had been eating out together much 
more frequently than before. That itself was something that 
made me happy, although this was the same method she 
previously used to unexpectedly invite me to a barbecue 
restaurant; I could still remember how flustered that one- 
sided cross-examination had made me as she poked and 
prodded about my love-life. It did make me happy to see 
Ms. Goto opening herself up to me while we were in 
private, but that dinner was engraved into my mind as a 
slightly bitter memory. 

Still, there was no way I was going to turn down a 
dinner invitation from her. Besides, I'd never been the type 
to decline a supervisor's invitation for no reason. 

“Sounds good." 

I nodded, reflecting on my bitter memory. 

"Really? Great. I'll message you the details during 
lunch." 

Ms. Goto's answer was concise, and her smile was 
sincere. 

"Understood." 


I tried my best to make my responses sound office- 
appropriate, even going as far as giving a polite "Excuse 
me," as I left her desk. 

When I turned on my heel to leave, I got a clear view of 
Mishima's head bobbing unnaturally but decided to ignore 
her. 

When I got back to my desk, I saw Hashimoto had also 
returned to his seat next to me, wearing a face of calm 
nonchalance. 

“Quite a long bathroom break you took there." 

"My stomach started killing me all of a sudden." 

"I see, I see..." 

I peered at him as he gave this unashamed answer, and 
a knowing smile came to his face. 

“Weren't you just planning a date with Ms. Goto during 
work hours over there?" 

"It's not a date..." 

“But you're not gonna deny it wasn't work-related." 

"Shut up." 

It really pissed me off when he would get wind of 
something and start hassling me like that. 

I left Hashimoto, who had successfully avoided an 


encounter with Section Manager Odagiri and was now 


happily whistling as he worked; if I was going out to eat 
this evening, I needed to let Say know. 

I took out my cell phone and typed out a short message. 

‘Sorry, Ms. Goto invited me out tonight. I'll eat out.’ 

I did want to write something a little more thoughtful to 
her, but I kept the message brief in order for it not to 
impede upon my work time. 

Hashimoto side-eyed me and began to speak in an 
obviously mocking tone. 

"Oh, messaging your wife?" 

"Knock it off already." 

K 

Once the meat touched the grill, it instantly began 
giving off a sizzling sound. 

I watched how bubbles slowly formed on the surface of 
the meat and it steadily shrunk to a smaller size, and then 
began flipping the strips over with the tongs. 

“Mmm, looks good." 

Ms. Goto said from across the table, her eyes sparkling 
even more than usual. 

We were at a barbecue restaurant again that we'd been 
to together once before. 

I watched the meat turn from pink to a light orange 


color on both sides, then pressed down on it with the tongs. 


The meat sprung back against the grip of the tongs; it 
seemed to have been cooked through to the center quite 
well. 

"It's ready to eat." 

I lifted a slice of meat from the grill as I spoke, and Ms. 
Goto picked up her plate with both hands. She smiled in a 
slightly childish way as I put the meat on her plate. 

“Hee-hee, thanks. You really are a grill master." 

"It's really not that big a deal, though." 

Ms. Goto and I had both already taken a few sips of 
beer from the glasses that sat in front of us. We'd already 
finished making a toast. 

We exchanged frivolous conversation as we grilled the 
meat. As my stomach got full, my impatience caught up 
with me. 

"So why'd you invite me out today?" 

I was used to it by this point, but Ms. Goto never 
brought up the subject she actually wanted to discuss on 
her own accord. I'd tried really hard to wait it out, but her 
unwillingness to dive to the core of the issue eventually 
made me lose patience. 

Ms. Goto cocked her head. 

"Why?" 


"I mean, there has to be some reason, right? You went 
out of your way to call me over during work hours to 
arrange this." 

Ms. Goto pouted, looking embarrassed. 

"Uh-oh. Looks like I'm busted." 

You didn't really try and hide it, I bitterly think to 
myself. I felt slightly irritated, but one look at her playful 
expression set my heart aflutter, and my infatuation got the 
better of me. 

"T guess you are..." 

“Hee-hee. Well, you're right." 

Ms. Goto put another bite of meat from her plate into 
her mouth and slowly chewed on it. Once she'd swallowed 
it down, she peered at me with her head askew. 

"Why did you turn down that business trip today?" 

I'd seen that one coming. I could feel my expression 
tense up, but it was at that moment that I realized I 
couldn't leave her question unanswered. Ms. Goto had been 
glaring right at me as she asked this question. There was 
no way she hadn't noticed how tense it had made me. 

"I've said this before, but I'm not blaming you for it. 
Business trips aren't compulsory, and you're free to turn 


them down anytime." 


She was right. Since ours was a company that grew and 
went public in a short span of time as a venture, it naturally 
had a strong tendency to avoid adopting systems today's 
youth would consider old-fashioned. We were free to take 
our lunch break at any time between 11 am and 3 pm, and 
we can work flex hours as we saw fit. Ms. Goto's claim that 
‘bosses' orders don't need to be strictly obeyed’ was also 
part of this new style of management. 

I felt that the way these regulations allowed the 
company's employees to enjoy a_ stress-free work life 
directly contributed to our success. 

"So I'm asking strictly out of personal curiosity." 

"I can see that..." 

My words served only as a vague acknowledgement of 
her statement. 

“Last time we went out for barbecue...you...let me ask 
all the questions like this, too." 

She suddenly began to fumble over her words. 
Although I had been avoiding her gaze, this made me look 
back at her. She, however, averted my eyes and looked 
down at the table, squirming awkwardly. 

"So there's still nothing going on between you and 


Mishima...?" 


"C'mon, not this again. I told you, there's nothing 
between us..." 

"But you've started eating lunch together more and 
more, haven't you?" 

"It's just that we get on better now... Actually, it's more 
like she's gotten more clingy with me... It's hard to put in 
words, but we've had more opportunities to do stuff 
together." 

"Well, okay. Even if you two really have nothing going 
on..." 

Ms. Goto was now speaking more firmly. Her hand 
gestures and body language only added to this effect, and 
she was being uncharacteristically aggressive. 

"It's obvious that you've started going home on time 
more often lately." 

"Th-that's just because I want to get more rest!" 

"That part's a lie. I can tell by the way your eyes dart 
around, and you stutter when you speak." 

"I swear, I'm not lying..." 

I was. 

She took one long, stern look at me, then let out a sigh 
and began to talk slowly. 

"It's probably something you hadn't even realized." 


She began. 


“You never used to use your cellphone in the office, 
Yoshida." 

Her next comment made me feel sick to my stomach. 
Had she really been watching me that closely? Ms. Goto 
must have noticed a change in my expression, as something 
prompted her to wave her hand in denial. 

"Oh, I'm so sorry! I don't mean to lay into you. I know 
you're not messing around." 

"Nah, it's okay. It's just..." 

Ms. Goto gave a wry grin at yet another of my vague 
responses, then continued to speak. 

"It's just that since one of my subordinates went from 
never touching his cellphone in the office to all of a sudden 
doing it...I figure he must have someone he wants to get in 
touch with now." 

“That...makes sense, I suppose." 

Of course, I didn't want to agree with her, but it was 
hard to argue with such extremely basic steps in logic. I 
had no choice but to accept that fact, so I simply nodded 
my head. 

"So I'm just so curious... Oh, want another beer?" 

"Yeah... That'd be great." 

Ms. Goto grinned at my answer, then pushed the button 


to call over the serving staff. She met the server with a 


brisk "Two more beers, please," and handed over both of 
our empty glasses. 

"Sorry, I should've asked if you wanted one before... 
Thank you so much." 

"Oh no, we're not here drinking for a company party or 
anything. It's fine." 

Although she was right, I found myself wanting to 
argue back, but manage to hold my tongue. 

I realized that she was implying that this was the time 
to cast our work positions aside and speak freely. 

"So yeah..." 

Ms. Goto muttered, looking down slightly. Then, she 
glanced up at me. 

"What is it?" 

There was no need for me to ask what she was 
referring to; I already knew. She was asking why I'd 
declined the business trip, and who I'd been getting in 
touch with. This question communicated both. 

"Well..." 

I opened my mouth to speak, then promptly shut it 
again. 

I honestly never planned to tell anyone other than 


Hashimoto about Sayu. However, by some quirk of fate, 


Mishima had also found out that Sayu was freeloading at 
my place. 

Then, was there any point in being stubborn and hiding 
it from Ms. Goto? 

“Here are your beers." 

"Oh, thanks..." 

Our server, who'd just rushed over to where we were 
sitting, quickly set our beers down on the table, left us with 
a "Please enjoy," then hurried off to serve her next set of 
customers. 

I watched Ms. Goto pick up the two glasses, push one 
in her direction and the other in mine. I felt myself 
gradually coming to terms with my feelings. 

Now I knew what to do. Before I decided whether or 
not to talk about Sayu, I needed to resolve this 
awkwardness between Ms. Goto and me. 

The haze of thoughts I'd been experiencing a few 
moments earlier finally turned into words I could verbalize. 

“Can I ask you a question first?" 

Ms. Goto stared in blank amazement for a moment, 
then cocked her head. 

"What?" 

"Well, it's..." 


I knew what Ms. Goto's question meant. I also 
understood the doubts that had led her to ask it. And yet, 
there was still one thing I was clueless about. 

“Why do you keep such a close eye on me, Ms. Goto?" 

I looked her in the eyes as I asked this question. She 
appeared visibly shocked by it. 

Ms. Goto often said things that suggested she'd been 
keeping a close eye on my behavior. I hadn't given it much 
thought until this point, and had assumed that she just 
closely observed what her fellow employees did. However, 
going off what she'd told me this time, it was obvious that 
she was observing me too closely for this to be the case. 

Well, it was true that she was actually keeping a careful 
eye on all of the members of staff. I often saw Ms. Goto 
slowly looking around the whole office, walking around and 
making it easy for anyone who needed her to approach her. 

Even so, if Ms. Goto was observing every single person 
in the office to that same level of attention, there was no 
way she'd be able to remember the kinds of things she'd 
pointed out today. 

This meant that, at the risk of being overly self- 
conscious, I came to the conclusion that she must be 


focusing special attention on me alone. 


I'd made her the object of my affection for over five 
years, but my hopes of having a relationship with her were 
destroyed. Despite that, I could now tell that Ms. Goto was 
paying more attention to me than she did to any of the 
other staff members. I couldn't help but feel strange. 

Wasn't I 'one of the many members of our team' to her? 
If there was a particular reason why she'd been keeping an 
eye on me, then just what was it? 

It would feel completely unfair to share my secret with 
her before I cleared up these doubts. 

"If you don't want to answer, you don't have to." 

This seemed to matter to me more than I thought it did. 

“But if you're not answering my question, then I can't 
answer yours." 

The statement came out in a much stronger tone than 
my usual one. 

Ms. Goto's eyes widened slightly at my statement, and 
she blinked with surprise. She then opened her mouth to 
speak and let out a sigh. 

“You surprised me there..." 

Ms. Goto said, taking a sip of her beer to buy time. It 
was only then that I realized I hadn't yet taken a single 
gulp of the new beer I'd ordered; about a centimeter of the 


froth had already melted away. I frantically took a swig. 


The tingling sensation struck my throat as I swallowed it 
down. I then found myself thinking over why I'd spoken to 
Ms. Goto in such a harsh tone a few moments earlier. 

"I never knew you had that determined side to you." 

She said, blushing slightly. Why was she blushing now? 

"It's true. I watch you more than I watch anyone else. 
That's a fact." 

She continued to speak, forming one word at a time. 
Even so, she was acting a little off. She wasn't as relaxed as 
usual. She didn't look at me in the eyes. Her face was 
flushed and her gaze hovered over the table without 
meeting mine. 

I said nothing and waited for her to continue speaking. 

"Yeah." 

Ms. Goto nodded to herself, then finally looked up at 
me. 

“Umm... Don't be surprised when I tell you this, okay? 
No, forget it. I'm sure you will be." 

"... Huh?" 

"I'm going to tell you why I've been paying so much 
attention to you, Yoshida." 

"...Uh-huh." 

I could tell from looking at her; she was finally going to 


tell me the truth. She wasn't her usual laid-back self: the 


person who was impossible to read. She was acting visibly 
different. 

Ms. Goto took in a slow, steady breath, then exhaled. 
She stared into my eyes resolutely with a somewhat 


enthusiastic look on her face, then said it. 


"It's because I'm in love with you, Yoshida." 


My mind froze. 

What did she just say? 

Did she just say that she's in love with me? Was that it? 

I began to think again, but all I could feel was a rush of 
confusion. 

This couldn't be happening. You kicked me to the curb 
just a few months ago, didn't you? You told me you had a 
boyfriend. Does this mean you guys broke up? 

That wasn't possible. 

Even if they broke up, I doubt she would develop 
feelings for me so soon afterwards. 

Thoughts were spinning around my head and 
overloading my brain. 

Eventually, I was able to voice how I was feeling. 

"Huh?" 

That was the only word I could find. 


Chapter 5: Confession 


"You're kidding, right?" 

I asked in a voice that sounded like it had been 
squeezed out of my throat. 

Ms. Goto silently shook her head. 

"T'm serious." 

"No, but..." 

I interrupted. 

“You told me you had a boyfriend! You said you've been 
dating for five years!" 

"About that..." 

She gave me a Strained smile, shook her head, then 
spoke. 

"I lied." 

"... quuuh?" 

I flopped back against my chair, exasperated. 

“What do you mean...?" 

This was a natural thing to ask. 

She'd liked me back, and yet she'd still turned me 
down. 

Why? 


It really didn't make sense. 


Ms. Goto looked indifferent, seemingly unsurprised by 
my question, and nodded her head a few times. Then, she 
continued to speak. 

"I'm so sorry. I just have a really good sense for these 
things." 

"A sense?" 

"Yeah." 

At the same moment that Ms. Goto gave me an 
affirmative nod. Our server came by once more to hand us 
a plate of meat—although I'd forgotten when we'd ordered 
it. It was only then that I also noticed the restaurant had 
gotten much more chatty than when we first came in; the 
place was getting crowded. The severs were also coming 
and going in a much more hurried manner than before. 

This took my mind off Ms. Goto for a moment and gave 
my mind the chance to calm down slightly. 

Ms. Goto casually slid the plate of meat in my direction. 
She was hinting for me to grill some more. 

I silently accepted the plate, then began placing strips 
of meat on the grill with the tongs one at a time. 

“When you invited me to your place, I was so incredibly 
happy. I wanted to jump around." 

She murmured, staring at the meat sizzling noisily on 
the grill. 


“But then it occurred to me that it wasn't the right day." 

"It wasn't the right day?" 

"Yeah... I thought that if I simply went along with it and 
we hooked up, things probably wouldn't go well after that." 
I looked directly at her as I asked my next question. 

“That's the sense that you had?" 

“That's it. And that's why my impulse was to lie." 

"About having a boyfriend." 

"Yeah." 

I sighed and set down the tongs. 

Did that mean what I thought it did? 

Ms. Goto was in love with me and was happy that I 
invited her over; but, for some unknown reason, she 
thought it wasn't the right time and turned me down. 

I scratched my head. 

I was completely at a loss. 

Huh? We both had feelings for each other, didn't we? 
Why couldn't we have just started dating? 

It wasn't like I'd proposed marriage. Why did it matter 
if it was the right day? 

“What? So are you saying it's gotta be a lucky day or it 
won't work?" 

Ms. Goto burst out in laughter at my thoughtless 


question. 


"Ahaha, not at all! C'mon, it's not a lottery!" 

"What do you mean, then? I'm completely at a loss 
here." 

I muttered, flipping over the strips of meat. 

Ms. Goto snickered. It was no time for laughter; I was 
being serious. 

Hearing her express her feelings for me should have 
made me happier than anything in the world, but, although 
my heart rate was beating abnormally fast, it had left me 
feeling strangely uncomfortable and unpleasant at the 
same time. 

“You know, I'm a very cautious woman." 

She said, her eyes fixed on the grill. 

"I'm the type who likes her tasty meat cooked all the 
way through." 

"But if it's overcooked, it won't be tasty anymore." 

"But if you eat it while it's still soft just because it's 
tasty, it might give you a stomachache." 

"If you've grilled meat enough times before, you'll be 
able to judge when it's ready just by looking at it." 

This statement made Ms. Goto giggle and her shoulders 
bob with laughter. 

"Do I seem like the type who's cooked a lot of meat in 
the past?" 


“You do... You're just that alluring." 

These words flew out of me in exasperation and made 
Ms. Goto clasped a hand to her mouth. 

"I'm alluring?" 

“You are. You're dripping with allure." 

My reply left her cackling with laughter. 

"It's ready to eat." 

"Oh, really? Thanks!" 

Ms. Goto happily picked up her chopsticks and 
clenched a strip of meat between them. 

She chewed on the freshly-grilled steak with a joyful 
smile on her face. 

"Mm, yummy." 

"Is it...2" 

I averted my gaze away from her and smiled wryly. I'd 
just told her how alluring she was. I was ready to flip out. I 
felt my blood boiling. 

"So what you're saying is even if you date me, you don't 
think it will last long? To put it simply, at least." 

“Hmm... I guess you're along the right lines." 

"So, when would be a good time for us to start dating?" 

I asked point-blank. I knew that if I wasn't direct 
enough with her, she'd drift off topic. 


She cocked her head slightly in response to my 
question. 

“Hmm... I'm not sure about that." 

"Ugh..." 

A long sigh escaped me. 

I loved this woman. The feelings I had for her were 
definitely romantic in nature. 

And yet, our last few minutes of conversation had made 
me feel terrible. Our discussion had left me unbearably 
anxious, and yet nothing had even come of it. 

To tell the truth, it felt like she was toying with me. 

If she wasn't up for a relationship, she should have just 
told me straight. 

"I don't believe you." 

"Huh?" 

My statement made Ms. Goto lift her gaze from the grill 
and stare at me. 

"I don't believe that you love me. I don't think you do." 

“That's not true. I've always felt that way." 

“You're just messing with your junior, aren't you?" 

My accusation brought a gloomy expression to her face 
for the first time today. 

Ms. Goto put down her chopsticks and gave me a 


serious look. 


“What can I do to make you believe me, then?" 

I flinched in shock. 

I was shocked by both her expression and her question. 

She had been dismissing my words lightly a few 
moments earlier, so her sudden change in tone and attitude 
left me taken aback. 

Even so, I wasn't prepared to give in. 

My heart was pounding, but I kept my cool. 

I was about to play my best card. 

"Can you sleep with me?" 

I said bluntly, looking Ms. Goto straight in the eyes. 

She raised her eyebrows for a moment, before 
immediately looking away. 

I noticed her cheeks gradually beginning to flush red. 

The silence between us felt like it was going on forever. 

I lifted my beer glass to my lips and took a long swig of 
the drink to disguise how awkward I was finding it. 

Ms. Goto finally opened her mouth to speak. 

She started to say something, then stopped herself. 
Then, she said something in a quiet voice. 

"I'm a virgin... Is that okay?" 

"Pft!" 

I spat out the beer I'd just drunk. 


The word 'virgin' reverberated vividly in my mind. 

At the same time, I realized what I said had been 
stupid; it was far too direct and completely rude. 

"Please forget about what I just asked." 

Ms. Goto looked shocked at what I had said. 

“You don't want me because I'm a virgin...?" 

"Agh! No, that's not what I mean!" 

My voice came out louder than I intended. The 
misunderstanding set me off. 

"I realized my question was very rude, so I'm asking 
you to let me take it back." 

"Ohh... Still, do you care that I'm a virgin?" 

She was really hung up on that point. Was it really that 
important? 

"No, it's just... I can't believe you're like that." 

“What do you mean, ‘like that'?" 

"Ubh... A virgin." 

Saying the word 'virgin' in front of a woman felt 
strangely embarrassing. 

And besides, it was like I said. It didn't make sense that 
someone as sexy and as stacked as her could have made it 
to twenty-eight years old without ever having done it. 

"It's no big deal... The opportunity just never came up." 


Ms. Goto turned her head away and pouted. 


The more I watched the way she was acting, the more I 
was able to believe that she was telling the truth. She 
seemed very self-conscious about it. 

"No, I'm really sorry. Forget I ever said that." 

“You can't unsay something that's already been said." 

She was right. 

All I could do was hang my head in shame. 

When I lifted it back up again and slowly drifted my 
gaze toward Ms. Goto, I found that she was looking down at 
the table, her cheeks flushed red. 

"A-are you mad at me?" 

"I'm not mad, I just..." 

Ms. Goto squirmed in her seat a little, then glanced my 
way. 

"I really do have feelings for you, Yoshida." 

"Oh, right, I see..." 

"So if that's really what you want, then..." 

"Ah! No, it's not! Trust me!" 

I interrupted, guessing what she was getting at. 

"I told you, let's just put it behind us!" 

“But you do want to, right?" 

"Well..." 

I really did. 


I ignored what my heart wanted and followed my head. 


"I'll wait." 

I said, but my heart was crying out in protest. 

I was a complete idiot. I could've gone all the way. I 
could have had Ms. Goto's tits... The ones I'd been 
dreaming of... How could I have been so stupid? 

I let out a small sigh as I cursed myself inside my head. 

It was fine. 

I just couldn't let Ms. Goto take over my life anymore. 
My heart couldn't take it. 

I opened my mouth to speak once more. I needed to 
process my muddled feelings and make the relationship 
between us clear. 

“But I'm never going to confess my feelings to you ever 


again." 





"Huh?" 

Ms. Goto's eyes widened at my words. Unswayed, I 
continued to speak. 

“You say you love me." 

"I do..." 

“But now isn't the time." 

"Yeah." 

"I'd like you to confess your feelings to me when you 
think the time is right." 

Her breath caught in her throat. It seemed like my 
ultimatum had come as a complete shock to her. 

I felt a little better. I gathered my strength and pressed 
on. 

"You always make other people do the talking too 
much. No more playing that card with me." 

"No, that's not what I—" 

"If it's not intentional, then that's even worse!" 

Ms. Goto puffed her cheeks out. 

"N...no0 need to get angry! Do you really love me?" 

"I do! That's why I'm pissed!" 

It was those vaguely suggestive moments and those 
little challenging looks she tossed my way that got to me. It 
was the way she made it sound like she was giving me 


options when there was only one I could pick. 


I hated the things she did to get me worked up, but at 
the same time, they were what drew me to her. 

"It just hurts how you make my heart race and then 
leave me hanging." 

I expressed my feelings plainly. 

"If you really love me, then it wouldn't be fair if you 
didn't get pushed around by me, too." 

I paused, yanked my glass off the table, and gulped 
down a mouthful of beer. 

A small drop of it dripped from my mouth. 

I set the glass back down with a thud. 

"Abh..." 

A sigh escaped from my mouth. 

"There. I said it..." 

I told her exactly what was on my mind. I had finally 
said it. My affection for her and everything that went with 
it had been stressing me out. As much as I liked her, there 
was a Side to her that I definitely had a hard time dealing 
with. 

It was two sides of the same coin. It had made my chest 
feel tight and set my nerves on edge. 

Now that I'd let her know exactly how I felt, it was like 
the weight on my heart had suddenly got a lot lighter. 


Ms. Goto stared at me blankly for a while, then finally 
snickered and began to speak. 

“That's what you've always wanted to say to me?" 

“Yeah, very much so." 

"For over five years?" 

"Yeah." 

She cackled at my answer. 

“You really do love me, don't you, Yoshida?" 

"I told you I did, didn't I...?" 

I was the meat she'd been cooking for five years. 

I decided this metaphor was a bit too snarky, so I chose 
not to say it out loud. 

"I understand. Fine. I'll confess to you next time." 

"Please do." 

"I don't know when it'll be, but... Will you wait for me?" 

I held back my impulse to immediately answer her 
question with a 'yes.' I couldn't let her set the pace; I now 
knew how she felt about me, but I needed to stand up to 
her or else everything would go her way. 

"I mean, who knows? Maybe someone better will come 
by before then." 

She pouted her lips at my teasing. 

"So your feelings for me are really that shallow?" 


"No, that's not what I meant." 


I took a large swig off my beer to finish it off. 

"I just mean, if your meat's overcooked, it'll be burnt." 

I settled on making a tasteless joke. 

Ms. Goto tittered and nodded her head. 

"Alright. I'll be careful not to overcook it then." 

With that, she finished her beer as well. 

For a short while, we hid our mutual embarrassment by 
silently filling our mouths full of meat from the plate and 
gulping down a few sips of beer. 

"T answered, you know." 

Ms. Goto said slowly. 

I knew what she was hinting at. It was my turn. 

Ms. Goto had given me a very concise answer to my 
question. I felt that it was only fair to answer her question 
with full honesty in return. 

"So what are you curious about?" 

I wanted to prepare myself for whatever may come. 

"Did you want to ask whether I had a girlfriend?" 

Going by what she'd said so far, it had to be something 
along those lines. 

I asked her directly. She froze, looking scared for a 
moment, and then nodded. She put down the chopsticks 


she was holding. 


",..Why else would you suddenly start turning down 
business trips? You never have before." 

“Well, I mean, I can think of another reason..." 

I couldn't give her a flat-out denial. If I were in her 
position, and I had the same suspicions she did, I would've 
had the same thought process. 

It wasn't like I regretted how seriously I took my work 
in the past, but I never expected it to be turned against me 
like this. 

Still, I felt confident that I could answer her question 
about whether I had a girlfriend or not. I maintained eye 
contact and then opened my mouth to speak. 

“There's no other woman. Ever since I joined the 
company, I've only ever had eyes for you, Ms. Goto." 

This blunt statement made Ms. Goto's mouth fall half- 
open in apparent speechlessness, and she averted her eyes 
from me with a start. 

"I-I see..." 

She shifted her gaze aimlessly around the table, 
nodding. 

"Well, I don't think you're lying, at least. Your eyes dart 
all over the place when you do." 

“Like a world-class high jump athlete, I'm told." 

"What?" 


"Uh, nothing." 

She had remembered what Asami had told me, and 
although the words had quietly slipped out of my mouth, I 
couldn't find the courage to say them again. That aside, it 
seemed I'd built quite the reputation for being a horrible 
liar. I never realized that even Ms. Goto was aware of it. 

"Why, then?" 

No matter how hard I tried to dodge the subject, she 
persisted. 

“Why did you turn down the trips?" 

I swallowed slowly. I'd already decided that I wasn't 
going to lie. I would just have to choose the right words to 
make as few waves as possible when I told her the truth. I 
steeled myself for what was to come. 

"I don't have a girlfriend, but I've got someone living 
with me now. Someone much younger. A minor, actually." 

Ms. Goto's brow furrowed at my explanation. 

"What? Why? What do you mean?" 

"It's exactly how it sounds. I have a minor living with 
me now. That's why I can't leave my place for too long." 

"No, I get that part. It's just..." 

Ms. Goto looked about the place in confusion and tilted 
her head. 


"This...minor? Who is this kid to you?" 


"Our families used to live close to each other. We've 
known each other for a long time." 

I took care not to let my eyes wander as I said this. Ms. 
Goto stared at me and listened to me speak. 

",..O0kay. So why does this old acquaintance of yours 
live with you now?" 

"It was a runaway from home situation. There was no 
one else to turn to." 

That wasn't a lie. 

“When did this start?" 

"A few months ago." 

Ms. Goto nodded a few times in response to my answer, 
looking strangely convinced. 

"I see. So that's why you hurry home... So, just to be 
sure..." 

The amount of warmth in her tone suddenly dropped, 
and my ears perked up to listen. 

"Is this kid a boy? Or a girl?" 

I knew that question was coming. The meaning of us 
‘living together' would change greatly according to the 
answer I gave. And yet, the moment she put the question 
out there, I realized that she already had a lot of things 
figured out. 


"Do I really need to tell you?" 


Ms. Goto turned her gaze away at that and licked her 
lower lip, obviously feeling conflicted. 

"Yoshida... I'm sure you know this, but...this is a hair's 
breadth away from being a crime, you know? Some 
runaway girl staying at an adult man's house?" 

"IT know that." 

"I hate to ask, but nothing weird has gone on between 
the two of you, has there?" 

Ms. Goto asked in a strict tone of voice. Her usually 
soft, unwavering smile had disappeared to make way for a 
stern look, and she was staring. 

"I've done absolutely nothing of the sort with her. I 
wouldn't do that with any woman I don't have feelings for." 

I answered bluntly. She glared at me in the eyes for a 
few seconds, then closed them and let out a great sigh. 

",... see. That's good then." 

She took another gulp of beer and stared at her glass 
as if in contemplation. Then, she closed her eyes, let out 
another deep sigh, and began to speak again. 

",.. Yoshida" 

"What is it?" 

She looked back at me. 

"I still can't stomach it." 

"Huh?" 


“You told me that you love me." 

"I did, and I really do." 

"Yeah, I know that. But..." 

Ms. Goto furrowed her brow and looked away for a 
moment. Then, following a brief pause, a clear look of 
dissatisfaction permeated her entire face. 

"But I can't handle you saying that while you've been 
living with another woman every day for months—" 

"No, she's not 'another woman.' She's just some brat. 
Nothing's ever going to happen between us." 

"That's not my point, Yoshida" 

Ms. Goto snapped back at me. 

"I know that you can be a real gentleman, and it's 
obvious from your attitude that you don't look at her in that 
way." 

“Then what are you so..." 

“People's values change day by day." 

Ms. Goto interrupted my question with this accusation. 

"You might think that way today. But what about 
tomorrow? Or the day after? While I'm home alone, you go 
home to meet that girl. You never know when your feelings 
toward her might change." 

"No, I'm telling you, I couldn't possibly fall in love with 


some high schooler." 


"For the time being. And there are lots of high 
schoolers who act older than their age. How can I know 
that you won't one day wake up and find her attractive?" 

"Ms. Goto..." 

"And besides, even if you didn't have any feelings for 
her, what about her? If she falls for you and suddenly 
corners you, can you really reject her? You don't know 
whether one thing will lead to another—" 

"Ms. Goto!!" 

I yelled her name, causing her to flinch in surprise and 
halt her speech. 

I spoke in a slow, chiding tone. 

"Nothing will happen between us. Honestly." 

",..Honestly? You swear?" 

"I swear. Should I pinky-swear on it?" 

I said, lifting up my right pinky finger. Ms. Goto stared 
at it for a moment, and then snickered. 

"Why are you treating me like a little kid all of a 
sudden?" 

"T'm not..." 

"Nah... I know I got a little overly emotional. I'm sorry." 

Ms. Goto bowed her head slightly and brought the last 
bite of meat on her plate to her mouth. She chewed on ita 


couple of times, then let out a small huff from her nose. 


"This tastes so good." 

"Glad to hear it." 

She continued to eat in silence for a few minutes, her 
eyes fixed downward like a sulking child. I spent this time 
taking small sips of my beer and not saying a word. A 
glance at my watch showed that it was past 8 pm. Sayu 
might be finishing her dinner about now. 

",.. Yoshida." 

She said my name. When I looked up, I found her 
sitting in front of me, looking far less confident than usual. 

",..You won't let a younger woman steal you from me, 
will you?" 

Ms. Goto asked, looking up at me slightly. 

I felt goosebumps spreading all over my body. 

"Ms. Goto..." 

She was making a face I'd never seen before. The 
simple thought that I'd been the one to bring it out of her 
made my body tremble with emotion, although I wasn't 
sure whether it was pure joy or a sense of superiority I was 
feeling. 

To put it bluntly, it excited me. 

I looked away from her and continued to speak. 

"It's been five years. The woman I've been in love with 


for five years has told me she loves me. How could any 


other woman possibly win me over?" 

My reply made her blush a little, and she averted her 
gaze. 

A strange silence fell over us, and Ms. Goto pointedly 
cleared her throat. 

When I looked her way, I was confronted with the 
familiar, confident version of Ms. Goto, wearing her gentle 
smile. 

“Well, considering you've already told me so much..." 

She cocked her head a little, and one corner of her 
mouth turned up in a smirk. 

“Let me meet her." 

My mind went blank. 

Meet her? Let who? 

Ms. Goto. 

Meet whom? 

Sayu. 

Where? 

"Uh, well..." 

I started pouring with cold sweat, but Ms. Goto wasn't 
backing down. 

"I'm saying I want to go to your place, Yoshida." 

"No, you can't!" 


“You don't have anything to be ashamed of, do you?" 


"No, but it'd just be weird!" 

"Why?" 

Her simple question left me stammering. 

"Why...? Uh..." 

"Is it really harder to invite me over than it is to live 
with a high school girl?" 

I couldn't answer. 

I was at a complete loss for words. 

Ms. Goto nodded at my sorry state, seemingly satisfied. 

"All right. That's decided, then." 

I hadn't said a word. 

This didn't help. By staying quiet, I'd practically 


granted her my permission. 
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